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ABSTRACT 

This paper presents a brief overviev of current 
research on learner'-centered curricular refors and of sose of the 
issues attendant to its character and guality* Seven groupings of 
learner**centered refors are discussed in relation to current research 
and findings: performance and cospetencybased programs, personalized 
instruction, cooperative learning and programs for the nontraditional 
student, time-shortened baccalaureate programs, interdisciplinary 
programs, individualized degree programs, and independent study. 
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Abstract 

This paper presents a brief overview of current research on learner-centered 
curricular reform, and of some of the issues attendant to its character and quality* 
The authors propose this as background for an oral presentation which focuses on 
guidelines for future research. 



Anthropologists have become quite fascinated with a post World War II phenomenon 
in the remote regions of Melanasia* During the Pacific war, certain tribes experienced 
the sudden im'pact of advanced civilization in the form of fabricated goods literally 
dumped into '.heir primitive worlds. The ships and planes that served as the vehicles 
of this boo»i have since become totems of a living '^cargo cult," which anticipates a 
millenium of unstinting deUvery. 

The Melanesian scanning the sky for return of the great silver-skinned bird has 
his analogue in modetn«day USA. Our bird is the promise of higher education. The 
cargo is personal and social fulfillment « We hear reports that now and then a token 
cargo is dropped, but we, like our south-sea brethren, chafe at a system whose gifts 
are io sparce and capricious. We seek some magic that will insure delivery. Many 
of us look to the multitude of learner-centered reforms as our strongest medicine 
to date. 

Just how good are learner-centered reforms? What does the research tell us? 
In this form, the question is unmanageably complex for two reasons. First, because 
every non* traditional academic venture--from mammoth open universities and com*- 
prehensive equal-opportunity programs for the New Learners to minor shifts in 
calendar and grading systems— pleads its case in terms of sensitivity to learner 
needs. In this vespect, all innovation claims to be learner-centered, just as all 
oppoaition to innovation shapes its case on grounds of protecting the learner. 

Second, the quality of learner-centered reform is only in part a "researchable** 
question. Research can cctnment on whether a given learner-centered reform meets its 
avowed objectives, if it has any. It is largely powerless to comment on whether those 
objectives ought or ought not to he met. As presently construed, research speaks to 
the effectiveness, but not the propriety, of learner-centered reform--a limitation that 
will capture our attention later. 

The situation Improves slightly when we limit our focus to "learner-centered 
curricula." Here we are concerned with Innovations specific to the formal educational 
processes to which students are subjected* In general, it would be fair to say t 
they are innovations sparked by a substantial shift of concern toward serving the 
developuental needs of the individual student , and away fr jm simply projecting a 
fixed body of knowledge, Lore, or wisdom. Ihe various forms of learner-centered 
curricula impute an added responsibility to the educator. To fulfill his professional 
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obllgatlon, he muit not only Insure itudent acceit to an educational experience that 
proaiaea outcotaea; he must Insure student acquisition and exhibition of those outcoaet* 

There are two quite different approaches to serving the developmental needs of the 
individual student. While a given innovation may represent a blend of these approaches 
most learner-centered curricula at be arranged by emphasis under one or the other, 

The first seeks to address the learner's socially prescribed developmental needs * The 

second emphasizes the learner's own developmental prescription. 

The vast bulk of contemporary learner-centered currlcular innovation is of the 
sort that addresses student development ao socially prescribe*'.. Performance- based 
teacher education heads tha growing list of post-secondary professional programs that 
focus on developing job-specific competencies in learners. Even our most prestigious 
• professions are moving in this direction--witnes8 Southern Illinois University's 
competency-based School of Medicine. Competency-based prescriptions for the "Good 
Life," encompassing all of the arts and sciences, flourish at such Institutions as 
Alverno and Mars Hill Colleges. At a more molecular level, the Personalized System 
of Instruction or Keller Method, and various related mastery techniques with care- 
fully modularized outcomes, are proliferating in all disciplinary fields. Most 
three^year or variable-time baccalaureate programs, as well as flexible-time, external 
degree, and credit- for>experience programs of all sorts, base their rationale on a 
set of learner outcomes that are socially prescribed, but dependent neither on time 
nor location for their development. Similarly, a renaissance of work-study, thematic, 
and interdisciplinary programs justifies Itself as producing socially relevant learner 
outcomes. 

These alternate routes to achieving socially prescribed growth go far toward 
meeting the asserted student need for more educational options and greater selectivity; 
but there are other Innovations which seek to place the developmental prescription 
squarely in the student's own bands. Student contract learning, with Its expansion 
of the old independent study approach to fill, in some cases, the totality of a 
baccalaureate program, is a case In point. The notion which imbues some learner- 
centered curricula- that there are generic and socially relevant competencies that can 
bte developed while the student pursues a set of more specific personal interests- 
marks an idealized rapprochment of the two trends in specifying what is to be 
developed in the "leavner." Unfortunately, evidence for an achieved synthesis of 
developmental goals-- the student's own and those socially prescribed— goes little 
beyond the supportive rhetoric. 

To Impose ord'^r in the confusing and often ovcrwnelmlng types of learner-centered 
reform, we have chosen seven groupings: 

1) Performance and competency- based programs 

2) Personalized Instruction (PSI, audio- tutorial, and computer-assisted 
Instruction) 

3) Cooperative learning and programs for the non- traditional student 
(Including external degree and contract learning ventures) 

4) Time-shortened b.-^cca laureate programs 

5) Interdisciplinary programs 

6) Individualized Degree programs 

7) Independent study 

We shall attempt to characterize current research and findings as they emerge within 
each grouping, following two final cautions. 
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^ The first caution involves, what we choose to count as ^'research/' If wt' were to 
invoke all of the strictures of classic behavioral science research in pre-screening 
efforts to "©ake sense'' out of learner-centered curricula, we would be forced to remain 
route about the great bulk of such ventures. Most of what is perforce called research 
stems from efforts to "evaluate" innovative curricula, in the sense that evaluation has 
come tp be 4 penance for the original sin of inno ation. Research timply prompted by 
a desire to analyze efforts is almost as rare amidst innovative curricula as it most 
certainly is amidst traditional curricula. Despite the lact thaw evaluation is fre- 
quently stimulated by a need to explain or defend curr Ocular innovation, it is often 
done with reputable features of pre- and post-testinc and control. Even where the only 
evaluative instruments are not standardized, and seek attitudinal or affocttve data^ 
there is increasing concern that the items be valic and the sralea reliable. There 
.appears to be a growing sophistication, at least about instrumentation, in both the 
published -nd unpublished evaluative efforts; it is to this whole body of plausible 
attempts to portray the dynamics of learner-centered curricula that we point with the 
term "research." 

Our second caution relates to the scope and intent of this report. We have not sought 
systematically to cover the entire dowain of research pertaining to learner-centered 
reform; this is not a standard review of the literature. Others have performed this 
function for various subsets of learner-centered curricula, and the reader will find 
their names embedded in this presentation. We have sought, on the otaer hanJ, to 
acquaint ourselves with the predominating trends exhibited by the recearcb, in terius of 
both general findings and the issues they raise. 

Research on Performance and Competency- Based Programs 

Today^s premier educational reform--performance or competoncy-baccd teach;5r educntion«»'' 
is too new, far-flung, complex, volatile, and controversial to succumb to easy cap- 
sulization. Research on PBTE is perhaps best character! :>;ed ac Ln ab^yance--waiting for 
thc^dust^of development to subside enough for the emergence of clenr targets. The issues 
v/hU:h P3TE has wrenched to consciousness in the educational community are at once mammoth 
ana distressingly fundamental. They swirl about the desirabtTity and the capacity to 
CIS education in terms of specific behavioral objectives. Thus car, thev are issues 
that have been served almost exclusively by debate--very little by research. 

Given that the movement is in its earliest adolescence, it ;s clifficMlt to see how 
things could be othen^ise. The PBTE literature is vast, ;ind almost totnlly of a genre 
one might call "design literature." There are designs for total PBTH oyinemc^ proposed 
taxonomies of teacher competencies or designs for formulatirg tliom, dei;i.gns for 
competency-specific modules and for total curricula, designs for student performance 
assessment, and designs for program evaluation* The aroall pOitl^n of literature that 
might be classed as research is almost exclusively descriptive, and reporrs cither 
analyses or comparisonji of "what is being done" (e.g., Sherwin, ^973) A review of 
Dissertat ton Abstracts on PBTr; discloses an added 5? top toward ros*^arch: 3tiidien which 
take ccmpotency lists from PBTE programs to practicing teachers for various rnnking« 
and corroborations. 

There are two reasons why this PBTE design liturnture m^^rits trie attention of 
anyone interested in learner-centered curricular research. First, a good portion of 
the design literature leans heavily on n broad array of pre I BTE tducationni research 
(see, for instance, Sandefur, 1970); and there is utility in exinlning hov; ca: e<; have 
been built on prior studies. Second, and most importantly, the ''osip,n iic?r.Uure i. an 
excellent preview of the problems which confront, and likely will cn^roi;' , -ho ^^reater 
portion of educational research in the f orese(.*ahle future. 
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The publications of the American Association of Colleges for Teacher Edvcatinn 
provide an optinial point of entry to the PBTE literature, particularly t/Pir PBTE 
Series." Start at the lop vrlth No. 1 in the series, by Stanley Elam (1971). Schmider 
U97'3) provides a useful glossary of terms and issues, ilext, focus on the workings 
an<l the literat'.'re about tlie workings of the nine national Competency -Based Education 
Centei's. An important access point for research on PBTE is the National Commission or 
Performance -Based Education directed by Frederick iicDonald. 

The extenc of current efforts to establish non -professional baccalaureate programs 
in a competency -based mode, wb^n contrasted with the quantity of work on PBTE, must be 
cotisidered miniscuie. But what is la^-UivR in scope of effort is not lacking in signifi- 
cance. Several small liberal arts colleges have affected total conversions of their 
programs to a competency -based mode, and a handful of larger institutions have initiated 
partial conversions or eompetency-based alternatives. In these cases, the effort is 
largely one of identifyin»j genuine competencies, as opposed to task-related skills. 
Since the aspirations these programs have for their students tend to be more cosmic, the 
criterion and objectlve-settins problems they face ar*? even more troublesome than those 
of PBTE. The Conqpetency-based Undergraduate Education (CUE) Center at Bowling Green 
utate University was formed to stimulate research in identifying coiqpetency objectives 
for general education. 

As with the PBTE literature, publication on non-professional CBE ventures is 
largely of tlje design variety. The best access is by writing directly to Alvern^ 
Collcf/e, '.ATS iiill College, Sterling College, Orand Valley State Colleges, the College 
of Public and Comunity Service a". University of liassachusetts - Boston, Bowling Green 
State University, etc. A{;ain, the; prime vslue of the literature lies thus far in its 
capacity tr .xpUCati ptobl.ims of c.y.iv;cational purpose; not in Its capacity to provide 
tested solutions. 

r.fjspite the moujiting tide of commitment in all sectors of competency-based reform, 
first-.^eneration performance and competency constructs remair. largely untected. In 
some instances, the surroGate for a behaviorally specified competency has became the 
affirmative nod from a panel of faculty, and one questions how vast a divergence frgm 
traditiot. this really is. In addition, the question of which educational treatment 
best serves the development of a particular competency has barely been phrased. 

l{e search r>u Personalize d Ins true tipp 

The term "persor.alized instruction" here e:::braces a collection of approaches: 
cotnputor-assisTed instruction (CAl); audio-tutorial iustruction^^(A-T) ; and the 
iersor.aliied Sys^e:?. of infltructicn (frequently called "PSl" or "Keller .lethod"). These 
.•nefnr-.ls are T;ervasive in curretit learner-centered reform. In addition to generating 

;nos*> subsr.H.^Mve body of learner -centered research, they frequently emerge as 
corporXT.ts i:. cti.er .^.enera of ourricular ir.novatior . For these reasons, it .xay be 
vfortr. revie./i:. " tie *-raits of personalized ii.struction. 

rSL, A-T, ax.-i JAI share the followi:-.^ characteristics: 

1) T.ie .r.cie for LeariiinK iiiteracticn is or.e-to-one . the xey relationship is 
cetv/f»eti t.ie inJividual sf.uiei.t ar.d the instructor, be that instructor man 
or aachine. 

9 
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2) PCI, and increasingly CAI and A*T, apply the mastery learning concept, 

which requires; iitudents to demonstrate^ achievement in each of a sequence 
of learning units, or modules. These modules feature cleorly prescribed 
objectives ^ means to achieving those objectives (i.e., students are presented 
with study guides that may suggest alternative readings or tasks), and the 
raethuil by vhlch mastery will be demoiutrated (i.e,, by paper and pencil test, 
I>y '.t>mputer-iuteractlve test) 

In the last several years, ?SI has dominated the prcgram development and research 
literature, relative t^ CAI and A-T approaches. Ir addition to the features listed abcve, 
PSI is characterized by the follcwlngr 

1) Written testii an cv^idence of unit mastery. 

2) Self-pacing, in which the student: oroceeds through mastery units and, there** 
fore through entire courses, c^.t his or her own speed. 

3) Undergraduate or graduat:e student proctors, who offer immediate feedback to 
students basea on unit roasuery quizzes, render suggestions for redressing sub* 
par performance, and, in general, provide informed and empathetic guidance 

to the individual jtudent, 
4> The employment oi professorial lectures for the sole purpose of motivation. 
The bulk of leamipg is envtslon'jd as occurrii.^i through the study guides and 
in interaction with student proctorr.. (Raskin, 1974). 

The interacrion bf»rween student- learner and s tu.. eut^proctor is envisaged as 
pcaltlvely reinforcing The student Is constantly apprle:ed of his or her progress; knows 
that maoiery is not constrained by time; and understands precisely what is expected 
throughout iho course. 

Much of the ?s: research, like mos\ of that on Qi" and A-T approaches, has centered 
cn efft r.lveness ^olative to •'tradi tional" lecture, leccure-discussion, or laboratory 
modes of instruction. The pcrmaT research design, then. Involves dividing a course Into 
PSI/non-PS. secuions (generally stratifying those sections ac':ording to such input 
vailatles as apt-cuuc, pre-fe?5f scores, and previous achievoraentG) , and comparing the 
U^c ccur*;e rectinns at the end of the tern ^n a ;:oaimon ijaoor and pencil test. Com- 
parljcnb c often effr>cted ou the baals of course and lieacher evaltiations . Fur excellent 
reviews the .^SI i^smcch literafire, the reader referred ^o Ruskln^ Milton (1974), 
and Kullk, a^* vl'>7A) vho research VuS fairly j^nslst^nt ly shewn PSI sections to 
stlmul.Ttr sigtii:ic.int ly hi ;h»r te'tt scorer, and move favorah-e evr.luatlons of course and 
Instru :t f r . 

''•con^lv, r osearc.her'^ ;..A-e najln^latcd the v^rl.>i'S Cv»m'>onent,s tf PSI, such as testing 
pruc^dur pr M or .:uj r ic tor l.s r Ics , and ;?rudenc pacrr.j; Dnvis (1974), for example, 
d-xrooittr.-.ted that TSi .itua ?ntr ajhlet;G^ higher fi;ial e::am score- when rhclr mastery unit 
c'estr Inr^'u.led review j rctns in addition ci'rrent -ualt sno j\ ♦'f r itons. Interestingly, 
when the fii.nl * x;^r: wa:. .n important p.rndo deCermitiani , Davis noted that the achievement 
dl^terential bciw*'c-^. VSl anr* control ^>roup*; was not <2 iynlllrant. 

RoVitiv^Uv st'idie'. liavt .Kliirescod th'» ques'-fci oC z^SJ's longer-term consequences. 
Thrse stnJios ha^'o tor.^fnr in show t^re.uei* content reitn:i >n anong PSI students (Austin 
and Giibori, 19/3; llror*^. f.--ick, and C^r^nc , • The work of Moore, Hauck, and Gagne 

suiv,estc. thnt ^SI t:\perience nny v\icllitate siudciU achievement, in subsequent lecture 
:our ej. , 



ERIC 



D 



GroU|> / 

Monday, March 24 



•6- 



PSI cotsponenta in Lradlclonal course settings have also been excnined* VP llama 
and Lawrence (1974), for example, fc>und that students in a lecture couitfe varied in 
tlnal exaro performance according to the frf*nuen<:y of quizzes u Jminli^tered. 

A few studies In the domain of persouaIi;5ed ins truce lor hav*» addrosr.ed learning 
outcomes In other than knowledge-retention terma* For example, the work of Rice 
(1973) suggests some accretion of communicative skills engendered by the audio- 
tutorial approach. 

Nevertheless, the to>rm "parochial*' may characterise much of the research on ?SI, 
CAI, rnd ^-f instruction. From a base of nacro-comparati v^ studies, PSI researchers 
in particular have tended to work inward--- to analyze the effects of manipulating one 
or another PSI component. Some larger questions have in the main gone unaakad^ and 
therefore unanswered. What motivational cffect3--d5ide f*:oin c^tlitude toward class or 
lnstructor--does PSI have? What capabilities for later Ufa ate cultivated? What 
human characteristics mediate the effect^: of PSI or CAT cr \-T? 

The PSI literature abounds with theories and clatn-b tb- : have yet to be 
substantiated. The faculty nembcr ot admiuist rator who ia conriderlng implementing 
PSI may he.-^r that such a system enhances a student's rt^lf-^m^.^re, ccufideace, self* 
starting capaclMes, and organizing capabilities- The evidence denln with meeting 
course-specific objectives* Whether meeting suca objecti.ve.i tr^rslates into other 
capabilities remains uuc?ear. 

m addition, thp fundamental, long-term utilitv of ont.^nl rzstery as demonstrated 
on a written test is open t:o qtiesllon. Concoivably, -^at'tiry so defined Indicates little 
more than tost taking ability. Issues of w^at focil compcteucle. should La selected for 
mstery arc larjv*ly un?xpiored, and many pc.-!9onal^r3d Ina truct .?r vontur^is arc straight 
translations from traditional avilabi Their relevance to the development of basic 
capabilitfos that arc Mfe-long ;»nd trans fr.rHble is thcroforc indis tir.gvirhablc from that 
of the.r traditional counterparts. 

Thero hav<» neen germinal efforts to address ^hor 2 and j\Mirr$: issties* Faculty of 
Northwcs tern's Ct^ntcr for rhe Teaching Profeouions have constoo/ed subject self- 
perceptions of capacity contrcl their envirnnni^nt (locur. ot ;:ontrol) as a mediating 
variable in .1 c A r odtication psy-rhology :uurse (Men»>ei , percopc^l coromunicilion, 1975), 
J\idd, t-j. (1974n; I^.;4i)), consHorod j:nrh VflilaLles tie locuv of c^ntrol and achieve- 

ment /indepundcncr as chcy rnlat•^d i.c anxiety, '.unrner '."^i t'ol (domjnsLratec; through 
i»-quesii: frr miiem^nic.^ or nictor\ols) » ma err^r:. on niiz'-e.^ and Kcoih. While few 
si>^nificant ro i I'-j .nmhips have been <solatc?d. these endeavi^ri. ire »^uoutaging. They 
set'k ti^ td»»ntity nop-ccjrse-snnr tic fncfois rh-il ccn-Uri r»Mto to or rcault from tlie 
enploynent of pors^nali^cd ^ ns truer lou. Finally, re^oarch^iW nr.viinri Gve^n State 
Uni'/ertii <\ro honnnlnr lonrUudinil, n.ulM- ccorii , siud', of P3I fte--ont 
di.qcipline.s as n 1 1 rs t-j;eneraM rni rttempt ^^o d;.s^n:. the noMiodV. ^^fi^rt; 01 generic 
crrr.peti^ncies , ro^arcM'!ss ot coptopi . ec i I i* course oI>jecriv»i> Tho effort will probe 
wh'^thr'- ^:ucli c.ipabi li L ioj ar;^ more ^Ocidilv achievOv' cJ»roijp,h PSX. and '.jhother they are 
r^tali.od .mJ k^onora ! i/.od Thj studv v;lil -iiso attera'. derMiy ^>SI components that 

seem critical to ^ cinpctonry devt tcpment anJ th,.t m»^',bt ro . ,>pL:-d c^Of'Cti veiy to other 
in.struc t l^^a I method.^ 

Researc h on Coopom tlvo Learning and Proi^rc^ ms foi tho_Noj- frad) K cjLal Ctudert 

Th*^ t'^rm o'-po- ui w*' doscrihrr. i hnl 'i-tjy A-hich tMir 0 npaj. o.^ * ucrk in the xeal 
wrr d .IS .1 vital hMrnin^; » xperienc* t cnploT^^n^ int^. forr.*! 'ttri ^* ruli^Ti^* (Crocs, 

197 J, p, '!) , In Lur'^'vV. ^ar>auco. '*non - 1 rad 1 f i on . ivdy j'lOn ,-jicr;. to ^»xterna* 
d<v«rft' prov;.%tms, 'Inl ve*-<? 1 1 y T/ithouc Vallr. Tno ''nlverjiiy- -brio f .y instituilons or 
O o^rams wichin In*; * i ^ ut i ^ ns thi'^ cddrtss *^h^ ner,:.ji^ec n-cds of uon tr-'diticnal 
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learners, particularly adulta (Croas, pp. . Ita commonality with cooperative 

educaclon ia Ita atte.-qpt to Integrate external, real-life experlencea (particularly 
work) in a program of study oiEten leading to a degree. 

Research in both these areas is perhaps more problematic than that concerning 
other for«s of learner-centered reform. The difficulty stems from the lack of clear 
formulas for equacinf non-classroom learning to the more traditional learning experiences, 
in vhich standards and credit: hours are established. It is a problem one level removed 
from that of the PSI pro^;ram developer or ov luator; if one accepts tie dominant out- 
comes of courae-based hij»her education, namely content retention and achievement, 
the comparison of personalized Instructional approaches to traditional modes is a 
straight fon^/ard endeavor. But, in the case of c9operati7e and or non- traditional 
studies, hoi7 dbes one compare non-courac experience with traditional courae outcomet? 
This remains a naggina question, one that has Lrjught home to researchers a need to 
establish the "credibility" of non- traditional prosrams (Itartnett, 1972). 

One might view thia lack of comparability as an opening for the illumination of 
the broader seals of higher education. Indeed, proponents of non-traditional study pay 
point to the development of "life skills" engendered by experiential learning. But what 
are these skills? The evaluation of non-traditional programs has not addreaaad thia 
question. Instead, it has tended to compare traditional and non- traditional atudents 
on standard achievement measures (Hartnett). Or, it has been descriptive in nature* 
performing a function akin to manpower or market survey*, describing the imoadiate 
perceived needs of the "new student" and the characteriatlcs of prograow to aarva thot« 
needs (Stroky, 1973; Davidaon and Shoenhair, 1974). 

An often esaentlal characteristic of cooperative and non» traditional studies is the 
enploynent of learning contracts. Briefly defined, such a contract la a stateoMnt of 
Intent "drawn up by a student and a mentor or advisor that speclflas what a student will 
learn in a given period of time and how. The contract is distinct from trsditlonal cfursa 
credits or semester equivalenta and ia evaluated but not graded," (Hayville, 1973, 
p* 3). The emphasis is often on non-course experience. Studies in this area have tended 
to provide client deoographies (Empire State College, undated) and analyse the pest* 
experiential ^r poat«graduate outcomea for students (Palola and Bradley, 1973), As with 
non* traditional education in general, evaluators of contract learning are faced with the 
issue of eciuating experiential to course-bound education. 

Since thia iaaue has net been effectively addressed, researchers have tended to 
avfild direct comparisons between tradltionai. and non- traditional curricula. Yet, 
interas Ingly enough, attempts to specifically analyze non-traditional ventures have 
tended to eatploy the evaluative criteria and procedures typical of course- focused 
curricula. Thus, Barlow (1974), in a highly illuminative discussion of "An Experiment 
With Learning Contracts," based assessment of a contract experiment on his own learning 
activities log, student achievement, and student evaluation of the contract method. 
The author ackna/ledged that "due to tl'e speculative nature of the subject and the baaic 
d^asimilarity of the cont*-act and classroow methods, unam'ji.^uous quantitative comparisons 
/ wcre^T not possible" (p. 44w) . Tlie "apples and oranp.es" syndrome expressed here 
seems to permeate contract learnin;; reaearcl.. T'.ius far, it appears to have effectively 
curtailed our ability to contrast tt?o quite different dynamics: one in which the learner 
Mceta cdut " -onal prescriptions, and another in uliicli ho helps shape them. 
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ReiMrch on Tlnw-Shortened Baccalaureate Programa 

Although tlme-ahortened baccalaureate programa are not new» their recent pre* 
llferatlon may have been stimulated by the C&rnegie Coomisaion Report, Leaa Time . 
ttere Qptlona (1971), That report did not baae Its claims concerning the degirability 
of time^shortenins on empirical research. Rather it furniahed an implied set of 
hypothesea to be tested* 

Research questions being asked in the tine-shortened domain include the followtngt 
How can the baccalaureate be shortened? How does a shortened baccalaureate impact on 
learning processes? Does it have an effect upon maturation? What is the relationship 
between a time-shortened degree and the development of generalised capabilities? 
Does time-shortening really save money? How can one evaluate the effect of time- 
shortening on the individual and on the institution? How are time-shortened degree 
programa mounted, implemented, and institutionalized? 

Understandably, much more time ha? been spent creating time-shortened degree 
programa than in examining them systematically. Nevertheless, some work has been done 
and more is in process. The twelve institutions which received Carnegie Corporation 
grants have been engaging both in individual research and in collective infozvatlon* 
sharing (see Giardina, Litwin, and Cappuazallo, 1973, aa well as individual Inatltutlentl 
studies). 

A study conducted by Willard Spaulding and Carnegie project participants (1973) at 
Donitigues Hills, Bakersfield, and San Francisco indicated that "far fewer students than 
expected have chosen to accelerate their progrsss to the baccalaureate degree through 
the three campus programs" (p. 69). Among' Ita conclusions was the following: 

• 

Self-p«ced programs uill yield the greatest amount of acceleration when criteria 
for predicting; student's success in them include (a) a proven capacity for self* 
directed learning; and (b) strong motivation to speed progress to the baccalaureate 
degree e (po 70) - . . 

The .^tudy reveals x/hai appears to be a chronic difficulty in baccalaureate time* 
•hartening: the tank of defining degree objectives clearly enough to serve at criteria 
for what should and should not be addressed by the curriculum* 

In addition to the above^ an extensive AASCU study by B^rsi (1973) attefspted to 
categorise approaches to time-shortening and *'r;ero in'' on cost savings « A Southern 
Regional Education Board Conference Report (1972) attempted to provide a rationale 
for the time-^shortened degree. Finally, Charles Meinert, in a recent and moat com* 
prehenslve study entitled Time-Shortened Decrees (1974), suggested that the time* 
shortened Issue really Is dependent upon ansuers to other questions concerning the 
nature of the baccalaureate and Its objectives In terns of competency developmi:ntt 

Although the phrase * time-shortened degrees* may disappear as a popular 
topic or focus of concern In higher education, many of the pressures^ ooncemfg 
and responses associated t/lth the sub ject .. ♦will remain significant educational 
issues for the remainder of this decade and beyond. (p« OO) 

Research results thus far have Seen somewhat superficial. Most studies have shewn 
slgnlflcsnt coat savings (e.g., Bersl) without detailing, the financial Implications 
which arise when shortened decrees combine with enrollment declines. Some studies have 
suggested that the deleterious effects of t Imc-shortenlng on maturation are ner,llglblt; 
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ho ..ver they have not fol Loured through into the world of work to look at possible long** 
: trm consequences # A number ot approaches to tlme^shortenlng* early adnlsslpn)* 

: .vo avoided serious quesclons ahouL the nature of the baccalaureate and the objectives 
ji undercraduate education. They have merely substituted a shorter time frame for a 
^ua:;er one* # 

, M'verthel ss, sone time-shortened efforts, such as those at Bowling Green, ColgatSt 
.nU SUNY-Brockport, are ^,rapplinz how learning takes place and what competencies 

Individuals need to lead fulftllln'T lives in a complex and rapidly-changing world. Such 
K .oarch holds a jjreat deal o£ promise for attuning degree programs more effectively 
L.*" societal demands and individual needs. Some of this v;ork suggests that the length 
w( the baccalaureate pro5?ram ig not a deterralnln;; variable in learning acquired or 
oom/etcncles attained. It emphasizes the importance of developing pedagogical approaches 
vhicli correlate hir^,hly ulth desired outcomes, and explores the assutaptlon that differing 
.n(!ivlduais may utilize different approaches to attain the same results In terns of 
jl'.llls developed. liuch of this research is just bep,innlns, and its Impact will not be 
IjIw for a number o£ years, oxcepi: l.i Isolated experimental settings. 

3 t^arch on Interdisciplinary Programs 

Consl'lrfrin:;; the many conte:cts for interdiocipllnary studies and programs (freshman 
^ars, senior seminars, r^cjneral education "corfe" curricula, interdepartmental majors, 
i.L rdisciplinary* ^'clusters,'* even interdisciplinary colleges) one mifsht be led to. ^ ♦ . 
11 ^vti that suci: programs have tafien the collegiate scene by storm. The fact that this 
;rogramroatic dive rsltj^' finds its expression in an equal diversity of- institutional types 

SUNY-Brockport, Dotnlnquez Hills, Bottling Green, Evergreen, Grand Valley, 
!Ir*T)shire, Redlands, Michigan State, Alabama, Santa Cruz, Miami of Ohio, and Giyen Bay 
^^nme ^st a few) supports the suggestion. • 

Interdisci|ftinary programs are indeed "looming" (see Foa, 1973; Spalding, et al. ^ 
';/J), unless Sne* considers the number of students they seem to attract. In fact, if 
/a! United volume of research in this area tells u^ aFnythitig, i-t is that . inter- 
cf ocip Unary pro;;raras are not '*big *drav;s. " The research does not clearly specify why 
• ^i^ so. ^Levine and Weingart (1974) have a hunch, however: 

^Attempts at reform, hot/ever stimulating and numerous and creative and hopefiul^ 
jre at loggerheads almost ^very\;here with traditions^* traditional st^udent^ 
passivity and traditional univ^<»rsity re^/ard systems that extol -specialization 
and concentration, (p. x) - ^ 

furthermore, impressions of interdlsctplin<3iri ty are diverse, pro and con. Morslson 
1 vi I Svora (1974) stressed the ned for continued development of interdisciplinary 

>;r.icu, cltin:^. iheir salutary effects on student-teacher relationships. »>ressel 
''I''?).), hcT.;ever, 'rrote that Interdisciplinary prof»,rams offer too little evidence to 
}. :r.ily fufther larije-scnle adoption in collo^^e curricula* 

The paucity of students is marclied \ y th^ scarcity oT research on the student 
)utiom;j? to^ interdisciplinary pror^rams. The reason behind' this scarcity cnay be 
'»';cively s r ra i r;hl Tor ;ard ♦ It Is difficult to compare ''treatmerrt:" (interdisciplinary) 
* 1 r^ntrol ;roups on nr^ Loveinent: ru?cau3e tlie Tormer stresses content of a different 

later. lisclpllnnry pro;^,ranis ^*Jtako their clnims •* o viability on tlie development 
> '.Ills or knot;led',c3 that, of necensity, fall outside tlie purviev; ol sinp.le 

pline (c*/..^ a courso on ro:;ional ecolo ',y) • Comparative evaluation becomes minimally 
u/^iul i.\ su:'.-. a con:ext. 
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The maj^^rlty of writing on latcrdiaciplinary studies and prof^rams in either purely 
descriptive (Drcyfuss, 1^73), or analytical in the llralted sense that it speculates on 
factors which Inhibit the grtwth of the raoveroent, Levine and Weingart sugpest that 
"interdisciplinary and teain-tau{;;ht prnRrams often fall because faculty do not want to 
teach them. When faculty do teach them, they are unaMe to integrate their discipline 
or wf^rk t^p.ether*' (p. T) . The autl era fjujjjjuGt that many programs suffer because of an 
initial Illusion chat Interdisciplinary rrudles are easy to brin;> off: They are not 
overly Impressed with the succij^js Interdi^iclpllnary reform In genor^il educatl'^n, and 
propose that, alterations in graduate education and faculty reward systems may do more t# 
change faculty approach*es to teat inn. 

Rep;rc!tcably , none ot ti^ls lia-? been able to analyze t--e effect of Inter- 

disciplinary studlt.^s on student performance. Some efforts have been launched In this 
arena--unpubllshed research reports of Boi/lln;; Oreen^s Little Colle<re, Humanities Cluster 
Colle^*,e, and Sclencf^ Clusr3r Colic;. o programs are a case In polni: — hut It will be some 
time be lore aufflclenr data exi -jt to addroos the sort of reservations expressed by 
Dresselg and Levlne and l/eln^art. 

Concernln.T student attltudtts and satisfaction, conf licclnf', evidence appears to v 
have been generated. Some reports trace student dissatisfaction with the incoherence 
•f interdisciplinary attempts to Integrate discipline-based knowledge and mci.hods. 

Other evidence sup.fjest that well-constructed interdisciplinary programs can have e 
pref^und Influence ^n student attitudes and satisfaction. Such programs may, in fact, 
do more to motivate student learnlnn than the random cenglomeratirn ^f disciplinary 
based courses and programs so prevalent today. The jury has yet te cemc in. 

Research en Imij vidua lized Degree Programs 

Individualized degree prof>rams encompass any numbei <^f different instructienal m^eeg 
They can be elected, selected, prescribed, er individualized. They can eccur in general 
etudies, liberal studies, interdisciplinary studies, or *'unorth^ox m/ijor ^regrami/* 
In general, Individualized dejijree ■irof'rams Insist that undergraduates actively design a 
aisaiflcant potion--! f not nll--of ♦heir studies to suite their o^^ needs or interett8# 

The individualized dci'^ree Ir? lnr;;;ely a creature of the last three or f-nur years > %nd 
the research reflects this youthfulnt . Much of it ha^5 sought to cempare individueltf d 
degree prep:ram students with their "traditional" counterparts Aptitude, achievement, 
and affective measures* Baker, Morris, and Rodger?? (1972), for example, noted that 
upperclas*; <;tudt»nts entf?rinf; Mlchi^Mn^i? p.ichol^r r»r General Studios pr^^^t^am had l^wcr 
GPA*<5 and aptitude sc^^res, 1 ut ranked fii:'.;«or on suc^ 0AI3 f;cales as Creative 
Persenallty an<l Humanities Interest:. Additionally, one- third of the nttidents entering the 
prof^ram had cr>fnplc:tod thi^^ir foroi ^.i lan>»ua':e srudy, which, sui'.j'.ests that avoidance ef thts 
roqulr^imcnf did not motivate tlu'ir <Noicc. 

However s r»-raain:> plausi'-le ti nt. Inr^-.e numbers of 3tudont:5 do use the bachelor 
of f^enuril studio-; pro -rams to c 1 ri-unvent torol lani^^ua^e rcquiromonts . Thi^ notion 
i.^ .It bvnsl implied -^y Allen' i (1972) :;urv^?v ot I'^l Ohln Universitv ??tudentp enrolled 
in tho rop.oral studi.^r; pro;;r;^m: A' p*»r /cmil r>r tlu? respondenir, indicated tliat f^reijn 
lancuap.o was the mo^t sbject ionable roquircment.q in their previous de;;rco pr^grama. 
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TtiQse who suek trends in research on Inc^lvlduallzed degree programs will eventually 
be brought to cooibinlng unpublished document listings in ERIC (e*2*» institutional 
evaluation reports) • Even there^ findings are sparse and quite variable In depth and 
scope oi research. Participants In the National Workshop on Special Degree Prograca*^ 
completed a survey with responses fron 90 institutional programs featuring lid Ivlduallsed 
degrees (Flournoy, 1973) ^ A straightfori/ard analysis of survey responses Indicated that 
33 programs mentioned no evaluation activity^ six said they were too new for evaluation^ 
eleven intended to engage in future evaluation^ 1'. named a campus unit charged with their 
evaluation^ and 22 admitted involvement in or completion of some evaluation* 

One can empathize wit! a rcciconce to grapple T;l:h research issues in the individual** 
ized d3;;rce donjain. Each student veni:ure, it »;ould seem, represencs a unique '•curriculum** 
with its own criteria-seutin:^» problems. In many cases» the /ery philosophy which 
stimulates the evolution of an individualised degree program finds comparison on normed 
achievement scales objectionable. There appears to be some willingness to settle for the 
'^market place'* test, and let chc case sLand on client satisfactiont 

One v/ould nonetheless hope that some of the very real promise of individualised degree 
programs mi:\ht be cjauged. Does the task of designln;; one's own educational experience 
f^enerate long-range !^enefits? Is there a tendency on the part of self-patterning students 
to capitalize on personal strengths or address personal weaknesses? Can one differentiate 
between the impacts of traditional and individualized der>ree programs on the development 
of general competencies? Findings that clearly meet such issues have yet to surface* 

B*£^£^£^«.°li[l i^i^£®ii^£^£ §p'£^^ 

Independent study is basically a student's self«*directod pursuit of a learning 
experience, and may be characterized in varying degrees as time-free, space-free, course* 
free, and faculty-free activity. Responsibility for the learning experience falls 
primarily on the student* Dressel and Thompson (1973) suggest that ••few areas in higher 
education today are mo vaguely eulop.ized, yet so little understood, so loosely defined, 
and so inadequately researched as self-directed learning'* (p,,vli). They base this view 
on a survey of 253 inscitutions, 70 per cent of which had not evaluated their independent 
study offerings. 

Where research does exist, it frequently compares independent study to other 
apprf^aches in terms of academic achievement and studant satisfaction. No cancluslve 
differentiation has emerged from these comparisons, but there is some evidence te suggest 
that students achieve equally and are equally satisfied (See Murdock, 1973; Atherton, 
1972), Atherton and Spaulding, £t al^,, observed that independent study students often 
failed to complete w*%rk on time. The significance of this finding, beyond the obvious 
« .lication of confusinn for academic schedules, is unclear. 

Researchers have also treated variations within the independent study theme* tevine 
and Wein^art have cnntrasced faculty perception of off- vs. on-campus independent study 
programs* Faculty seem more pleased with on-campus study about 25 per cent of the 
respondents rated off-campus projects ''fair to unsatis factory . 

Beach (1974) disclosed that students vho performed self-directed study on a group 
basis consulted more course readinf^s than did students in a lecture-discussion context* 
Mis observations of a study fi;roup*s beliavlor led the author to hypothesize that this mode 
of study might heip.hten communication and Interpersonal skills, responsibility for one^s 
own learning, curiosity, and crlt Ual-tl;lnklnr: skills. These are the kinds of research 
questions that warm our he^.rts. 
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Wrlttrs have consldi^red che firanclal atpeccs of Independent study, deapite the fact 
that over ^'C per cenc of the 253 Inatltutloni In Oreaael and Thonpaon*a study had not 
eatloated the coats for this approach. Bowen and Douglass (1971) suggested that 

Independent study could be economically feasible If programned on a group, rather than an 
Individual basis. They warned that costs could grow exorbitant to the extent that 
Independent p/ogratns required individual tailoring. 

In this area of learner-centered reform, as In others, more fundamental questions 
ttuat precede more fundamental research. For indepe-ident study, the most tirgant questions 
. e those that seek to clarify Its goals and objectives. Creating "Independent 
studyers" lias long been an aim of higher education. Will "planned Independence," as 
a syscematic component of higher education. Improve our aim? If so, vhat kinds of 
students will moat benefit? Gruber and Weltraan (19rj2) asserted no basis for a direct 
relationship between Intellectual ability and the capacity to profit from self-directed 
study. If this is so, stvdents at all levels of capability could benefit— if only the 
research could disclose x>;hat benefits accruel 

What^does, jth^ X6s,ear£h__i:ien u3_? 

There may be no such tblnn as an unchallengeably true generalization. Still, the 
student of researc' on learner-centered reform is likely to comt away from his labors 
with certain Impresftlona that are reinforced so often they become at least modal. Here 
are a few such impressions suggested by the weight of current resiarch: 

1. The outcomes of learner-centered curricula are no worse than (i.e., at least 
as good as) the outcomes of comparable tradltional'currlcula. This seemingly flaccid and 
disappointing statement harbors significance. Not uncommonly, a curricular innovation 
with its own discrete objectives is askod, in addition, to defend its achievement of 
traditional goals it makes no cpeclal effort to address. Often the program demonstrates 
some gain tw/ard its own objectives and does "as well" in meeting these added parameters. 
The proliferation of the •^7e do as well as ..." statements in the research la also 
attributable to the vast absence of data on the program-specific outcomes of traditional 
curricula. Quite often, the researcher is compelled to access a traditional curriculum's 
Impact on the student via an achievement score on a nationally standardized instrument. 
Tne Innovator then demonstrates "equivalence" with this slender surrogate for curricular 
impact.^ 

* 2. Learner-cen tered curricu la t hat clearly spec ify ou tcomes and the s equence of 
activities requi. ^."to achieve them exhibit more success in demonstrating s tudent 
achievement tlian "urricula whlch do not. This may seem a trite observation in view of ita 
repeated occurrencG in the mastery and PSI research. However," there is a hint of some- 
thing more here. One tradition asserts that the maturation bf student capabilities 
should remain an implicit consequence of formal academic effort. There is some accumula- 
tion of evidence that desired educational gains ought to he made explicit in curricular 
design. Whether this Is because explicltness permits less "slipr>a'>e" on the part of the 
instructor, more locus on the part oT the student, or both, is unclear. 

3. The objectives of learner-centered curricula are in ^he main conservatively 
chosen. It is somehow odd that the least examined feature of even tlie most thorough- 
;;oing learner-centered curricular reform appears to tie its objectives. Learner- centered 
curricula embrace a hroad array of quite differing objectives. Nevertheless, each tends 
to exhibit a relative clarity oT ".oal. Once; one understands what a given curriculum 
is trying to achieve, the chosen "delivery system" makes sense and is often predictable. 
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But tha oaana used to specify objectives are a3e-old and unexceptional* For the great 
bulk of learner^centered curricula, academic tradition specifies the objectives • 
Eatabliahed syllabi, for instance, quite often set the pace for the Keller Method. Many 
non-tradi clonal curricula undergo radical redesij^n in order to match services to client 
need prescription. Other curricula shape themselves to develop -behaviors prised in some 
occupational sector of society* Very seldom are objectives set on grounds other than 
tradition or socue f irst-approximacion response to the market place. Once set, the goals 
appear no more amenable to chaiv^e than t!iOse of traditional curricula* Rarely are 
cotxsclous efforts made to adjust prof',ram o'^jectives in accord with program experience* 

4* The coot of learncr-centered curricula in terms of human resources/ is higher* 
This is a totally predic cable outcome much ratified by the research* Even in Instances 
where learner-centered curricular costs roughly equal tliose of comparable traditional 
programs, faculty activity studies disclose a (greater commitment of personnel time to the 
program* A not unattractive corollary frequently emerges In evidence that students, too, 
;;ive of themselves more intensively* 

5* The administrative and bureaucratic difficulties of learner-cenjt§rjB4 curricula 
Increase in direct proportion to their variance from previous curricular modes* It is, 
the research confirms, not easy to be different, and less easy to be more different* 

6* Learner-centered curricula are seen by their clients as more responsive to client* 
perceived needs* client attltudinal studies generally disclose higher student satlsfac* 
tlon with learner-centered curricula* In mastery method curricula, and occasionally in 
other types of learner-centered reform, there is evidence of some correlation between 
student-satisfaction and Improved achievement* 

HhfLJ?L^k^J?®® there with the research? 

As a body, the most immediately disturbing? feature of research on learner-centered 
reform is that It is repetitious, and not cumulative* As we have already indicated*, ouch 
of the research is embedded In semi-compulsory evaluative studies, commissioned either by 
a funding agency or a campus p^overnin^ body* Similar learned-centered reforms in differing 
institutional settings are required to produce mucli the same sort of evaluative evidence* 
The result is a predictably monotonic parade of "research" and "findings," given any 
specific learner-centered innovacion* 

For mucli the same reasons, i:he research is distressingly "short term," and typically 
"one shot*'' ^ta tend to l>e j^,athered prematurely and quickly. They are scrutinized • 
intensely to address the survival issues that confront innovative ventures^ and then set 
aside. The lonr^evlty of concern and support required to build and sustain new research 
desl,5ns out of Initial rindinj^s is too seldom present. The rather sad consequence is a 
fairly considerable ag^re^ate expenditure of resources on repetitive snapshots of innova- 
tion, where the same funds might have sustained a carefully planned "x-ray" that could have 
revealed somethinr; of the anatomy* 

Another peculiarity of the evaluation-embedded research on learner-centered curricula 
is that the rrjst informative studies are not in the published journals, but rather in 
those unpublished evaluation reports w!tlch tend to come to rest in the files of curricular 
cnmrolttees arul funding afjencies, or on the podia of national or regional conferences. 
A do-it-yourself test of this assertion requires nothing more than a comparison of both 
published and unpublished iiRIC document listinp,s* 
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One explanation that has, in the past, been offered for the repctitiveneis of 
research on currlcular reform mlj^ht be called the •'flash-flood" theory* The notion is 
that a new currlcular approach spreads rapidly, and that vase numbers of people find them» 
selves at the same sta fvi of Innovative effort struj^f^llnj^ with the same issues* It is an 
overly facile theory, since one haj no difficulty unearthin^j current research that 
'•croaaes the t*s and dots the I's*' of work done 20 years a^o. There does, however, seem 
to be some as yet o')SCur<5 pressure to replicate research beyond all reasonable utility^ 

That pressure may he a feature of the most troublesome confusion that besets 
currlcular research, and that is the dominance of a rather naive set of aspirations we 
hold for research* Some oT us blatantly expect--and tj.ose of us who should know better 
covet the hope--that research will tell us v/hether an innovation is »ood or not, once 
and for all, so that axlctlcs arc dissipated and everyone's satisfied. Perhaps that is 
why we do so little research on established curricula; they don't generate sufficient 
4nxiwty« 

We have still not perceived research as a vel Icle by which roan si apes more proximate 
answers to vexing: questions— some of which may remain perpetually vexatious, but 
productive of more and more useful ansv/ers* Nor have we coupled that perception with the 
incontrovertible evidence that building; an optimal curriculum must be one of the most 
vexing questions of all. Alter all, curricula serve the bold enterprise of working 
chan<»es on that most mysterious species — human l^eln^s* 

The marvel Is not that we v»rln:; such mcajicr Information fro© the research. The 
marvel is that curricula exist w\\ich have still to feel an Inquisitive probe, and that 
educators exist who do not systematically question their trade. The ideal for currlcular 
research Is that It infortnatlvely and unobtrusively parallel currlcular execution^ 

If one were to sketch a model for research on learner-centered curricula, we ftel 
one wauld have to ber^.ln by rc-proflling the role of a learner-centered Instructor^ He 
must come to an explicit awareness that the act of instruction is, in all aspects^ 
easeotlally problematic. We are simply not sure how best to shape the act, how best to 
talk about its <^bjectlves, or how best to [iau:\e its consequences. The teaching lore which 
nfw equips our Instructor amounts to little more than a collection of historically- 
recycled hunches. Curricula are the contexts in v;}ilch those hunches are played. Our 
instructor would nurture a permanent disposition to se^rcsate and test specific hunchaa# 
Since academicians are purportedly trained to deal experimentally with what is unclear^ 
•ur teacher's instructional behavior would be carefully and consistently experimental* 

With a community of teachern uho met instruction and curricula on those terms, 
extended and cunu ilIvi? research would he possiblo. Its fruits would be Increaslnj^ly 
clear Insi.^hts concornln: the very capaM lilies curricula seek to develop, not to mention 
ho^7 variables in tb.e learnln*^, process advance or inl^H^lt tliat development. We can't 
make nains on one side of this equation without makinf; ^^alns on the other. Unless our 
treatment of tV- act oi instruction unfolds a clearer view of the dynamics 
of human developm<?nt , we will not improvi* instruction. 'Je will only repacka;>e It. 

PossTjly the very phraso, "regearch on lenrner-centered reform,** implies a mistaken 
strate^.y ^/e need **homo- cen t ric'' rest^arch, couched in the leartiin;: process, before we 
can say much a:^out the value oI ''learner-centered reform/* Ar^ain, 1 i our Melanesian, 
we know oo little a out the car^^»o prize to promise muc!^ on its d- livery. Perhaps a 
little les3 ratLlin;: of j;ourd8, and more careful examination oi -iOW tl e p,lfts could 
be fashioned... 
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